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Abstract 
This review explores the field of literature on the concept of the Responsibility to Pro-
tect (RtoP), specifically in relation to its inconsistent implementation and the debates 
related hereto. The issue of inconsistency is a core focus in many of the main theoret-
ical debates within the field, specifically the contrasting cases of Libya and Syria, the 
debate of the influence of state interests in implementation, the debate of the (vague) 
legal dimension of RtoP, as well as different critical perspectives on the concept.  
In the second section of the review, the methodological approaches within the lit-
erature are drawn out, specifically case studies, document analysis, interview, dis-
course analysis and the methods of critical approaches. How these methodologies im-
plicate the findings and arguments on inconsistencies is reflected upon. Then, crucial 
gaps in the literature are identified, specifically the proportion of problem-solving 
theory versus critical theory, the variety in methodologies in the literature, the lack of 
concrete suggestions for improvements on the issue of inconsistency, and, in relation 
to future engagement, new strategies to rethink RtoP. Finally, we argue that filling 
these gaps in the literature can contribute to approaching a more comprehensive un-
derstanding of why there is inconsistency in the implementation of RtoP.  
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Introduction 
This paper will, through a broad focus on power relations in global governance, inves-
tigate the concept of the Responsibility to Protect (RtoP), first presented in 2001 and 
since adopted unanimously by Member States at the UN World Summit in 2005 (Bel-
lamy 2010: 143). An extensive literature review will take its starting point in a broad 
investigation of the major academic debates on the concept of RtoP and through these 
contrasting perceptions draw forth an understanding of how this concept is discussed 
as well as defined within the field of academia. Furthermore, the paper will identify 
methodological approaches as well as analyse empirical findings from the last decade, 
thus including both practical and theoretical elements of RtoP. Finally, the project 
will uncover theoretical discrepancies as well as approach gaps and other shortcom-
ings in the literature, thereby proposing possible areas for future investigation. 
This paper’s centre of investigation will be the concept of power in global govern-
ance, and thus it is mainly concerned with the legal and political ramifications of mili-
tary intervention in a RtoP-perspective. Consequently, the discussions primarily re-
volve around the third pillar of RtoP, which relates directly to the international com-
munity’s responsibility to take action in cases where states fail to protect its popula-
tion. 
 
The Responsibility to Protect was first introduced in 2001 in a report by the Interna-
tional Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS) under the very 
same title. The ICISS report introduced the idea that state sovereignty and the idea of 
non-intervention should yield to the principle of a “responsibility to protect” in cases 
where states are unable or unwilling to provide protection of its own citizens (ICISS 
2001: 11). The concept and its applicability was later specified through UN adoption, 
stating that: 
 
“Each individual State has the responsibility to protect its populations 
from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity. 
(...) The international community (...) also has the responsibility to use 
appropriate diplomatic, humanitarian and other peaceful means (…) to 
help to protect populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing 
and crimes against humanity” (United Nations 2005: 30). 
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The resolution is built on three pillars: First, the primary responsibility for protecting 
people against such human rights violations lies with the sovereign state; second, the 
international community must encourage as well as assist states in fulfilling this re-
sponsibility; and third, the international community has a responsibility to take “time-
ly and decisive” action in cases where states fail to protect its population from one or 
more of the four crimes mentioned above (Bellamy 2010: 143; United Nations 2015). 
Furthermore, RtoP is to be understood as an umbrella concept including the responsi-
bility to prevent, the responsibility to react as well as the responsibility to rebuild, 
even though ICISS in 2001 underlined that the preventive part is the “single most im-
portant dimension of RtoP” - a statement that has been reaffirmed numerous times 
since (ICISS 2001: 11; Evans & Sahnoun 2002: 2; Bellamy 2010: 167). 
For several reasons, RtoP is an interesting feature in a broader context of global 
power play, both in terms of its creation as well as its application in practice since. In 
the original ICISS report it was suggested that the five permanent members of the 
United Nations’ Security Council (UNSC) should agree not to apply their veto power 
in cases where vital state interests were not at stake and there was established majori-
ty support for a resolution authorizing military intervention (ICISS 2001: 13; ICISS 
2001: 51). However, there was no support from the Permanent Five for any kinds of 
limits on the veto, and thus ICISS’ initial recommendation was never implemented 
into the agreed interpretation of RtoP in the UNSC (Wheeler 2005: 4). Today, discus-
sions and decisions of RtoP-intervention is conducted under the same power struc-
tures favoring the Permanent Five, and it seems difficult to translate the commitment 
of UN Member States from “words to deeds”, as UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon 
has put it (Bellamy 2010: 144). As a result, the application of RtoP in its first decade 
has been inconsistent, and critics have questioned both ignored as well as answered 
calls for RtoP-intervention, describing some of the latter as a great power ‘Trojan 
horse’ interfering in the affairs of the weak (Bellamy 2010: 152).  
The inconsistent application of RtoP is, whether directly or indirectly, closely in-
tertwined with the central debates related to the principle, and thus it will be a core 
focus of this paper as well, both when reviewing the theoretical and methodological 
approaches to RtoP. 
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1: Major theoretical approaches  
Introduction 
The literature on RtoP covers a wide range of theoretical approaches, many of which 
will be compared and contrasted in this section in order to determine their implica-
tions on the perception of RtoP. An overall and recurring subject matter, which is ei-
ther explicitly or implicitly present in many of the author’s theoretical discussions, is 
the issue of inconsistency of RtoP, relating to and connecting discussions of great 
power practice and state interests as well as RtoP’s emergence as a global norm and 
the issue of its (weak) legal framework. Thus, this section will take its starting point 
in the main debate of inconsistency, thereafter further categorizing it according to the 
sub-debates of 1) great power politics and state interests, 2) the legal issues of RtoP 
and 3) critical approaches to the field of RtoP which will include feminist and neo-
colonialist discussions related to the concept. 
 
Inconsistency in the application of RtoP 
Paris (2014) describes inconsistency in the application of RtoP as a crucial structural 
problem. Paris argues that there can be various causes for this inconsistency - e.g. 
conflicting perceptions of a given threat, events on the ground, conflicts of interests of 
prospective interveners and the risk of posing more harm than good to the conflict 
(Paris 2014: 578). 
On a theoretical level, Pattison argues that the much debated issue of inconsistency 
leads to a loss of legitimacy. This has been the case regarding humanitarian interven-
tion, which Pattison to a large extend equates with RtoP. Referring to the ICISS report 
of 2001, Pattison stresses that inconsistency conveys the impression “(...) that some 
are more worth protecting than others”, and continues; “if humanitarian intervention 
is really to be humanitarian (...) it has to be consistently applied whenever there is a 
serious humanitarian crisis” (Pattison 2010: 169f). Otherwise the interventions that 
are in fact carried out will tribute to a loss of legitimacy, a point not only stressed by 
Pattison, but also Paris (Pattison 2010: 170; Paris 2014: 578). However, at the same 
time, Pattison points out that inconsistency, or in his own words ‘selectivity’, does not 
always represent a problem; thus, certain states might not be truly legitimate interven-
ers in certain conflicts if they are not “reasonably expected to be effective”, and 
thereby the question of effectiveness is interlinked with larger debates on legitimacy 
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and when to intervene or not (Pattison 2010: 170). As an example, Pattison argues 
that France could be reasonably expected to succeed in improving the situation in 
Chad, but not in Algeria, due to various historic incidents in the history of these three 
states (Pattison 2010: 170). Following the same line of thinking, Hehir (2013) argues 
that as long as the permanent five members of the UNSC maintain veto power, the 
application of RtoP will always be inconsistent. Consequently, Libya was “consistent 
with the Security Council’s record of inconsistency” (Hehir 2013: 137f). 
 
The example of Libya and Syria 
A contemporary debate that is frequently brought forward in discussions of RtoP in-
consistency is the “Libya versus Syria”-debate, which captures many of the core is-
sues related to RtoP’s applicatory practice despite the many contextual differences 
between the two cases.1 In March 2011, the UNSC imposed a no-fly zone over Libya 
and called for the protection of civilians by all necessary means, which according to 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon was a “historic decision” (Bellamy 2011: 263; Glan-
ville 2015: 9). In comparison, during the four years of civil war in Syria the efforts of 
the international community to protect the civilians have been “shameful”, with a pos-
sible humanitarian intervention under the RtoP flag getting stopped dead in its tracks 
by the veto of Russia and China (Glanville 2015: 11; Thakur 2013: 71). 
According to Thakur, the intervention in Libya was successful, but “the price of 
exceeding the mandate there has been paid by Syrians” (Thakur 2013: 61). Bellamy 
argues against this in his analysis of the events, arguing that the lack of RtoP interven-
tion in Syria points to the specific political context of the country rather than an in-
built RtoP-issue (Bellamy 2014: 23f). He further argues that the UNSC has in fact 
been more willing to use RtoP after Libya than before. Likewise, Gifkins argues that 
the UNSC’s use of RtoP language has increased since the 2011 intervention (Bellamy 
2014, 38f; Gifkins 2015: 1ff). Furthermore, there is consensus among several scholars 
that the Libyan events were crucial in shaping RtoP and that it is now harder to do 
nothing (Bellamy 2011: 263ff; Thakur 2013: 69; Chesterman 2011: 282; Weiss 2011: 
287). 
                                                
1 As an example, according to Glanville, the Syrian crisis has been more “complex and confusing than 
Libya” (Glanville, 2015: 11). 
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However, Morris disagrees with the point of view of these scholars, arguing that 
the passing of the resolution in itself was unique, as “the UN mandated, for the first 
time in its history, military intervention in a sovereign state against the express will of 
that state’s government” (Morris 2013: 1271). According to Morris, RtoP cannot take 
credit for this agreement, since the concept was never mentioned in the debates over 
what to do in Libya. There are, arguably, two main explanations for this; either the 
states simply did not consider RtoP in the decision making process, or the involved 
states saw RtoP as an inspiration, but did not see it fit to cite the concept given its 
controversy, which Morris finds to be more likely (Morris 2013: 1273f). Hehir pre-
sents a similar argument, concluding that this undermines RtoP as a norm (Hehir 
2013: 148). In this way, Libya and Syria are similar since the concept in both cases 
was rarely mentioned, which “indicates that Libya marked less R2P’s ‘coming of age’ 
and more a potentially fatal injury to an already fragile consensus” (Morris 2013: 
1277). Consequently, state interests are still vital for the outcome of Syria, as well as 
Libya, in combination with other factors including values (Hehir 2013: 149ff). 
 
Explaining inconsistency through great power politics and state interests 
Luck (2010) presents one of the major arguments concerning RtoP and state interests. 
He asserts that on the one hand, RtoP is a universal principle applied equally to all 
countries, rich or poor, powerful or fragile. On the other hand, however, the applica-
tion of the policy measures embedded in RtoP is somewhat selective (Luck 2010: 
353). Thus, Luck finds that politics and state interests play a vital part in the applica-
tion of RtoP: 
 
“It would be safe to assume, for example, that some members of the Secu-
rity Council would be reluctant to invoke the responsibility to protect in 
situations where they perceive little chance of enforcing that responsibil-
ity, as in Somalia” (Luck 2010: 353). 
 
The intergovernmental bodies that choose when and how to respond do not apply 
guidelines, standards or templates in any way. Even though international secretaries 
are pledged to use international norms and standards impartially, they too have to set 
priorities and make choices. Luck argues that there are simply too many, too serious 
RtoP crimes committed every year, and thus international secretaries and intergov-
ernmental bodies will focus their attention on gravitate places and/or places where the 
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chances of making a positive impact appear highest (Luck 2010: 353). However, 
Welsh (2010) problematizes this focus on effectiveness, arguing, firstly, that it can be 
difficult to determine an actor’s potential effectiveness in a specific country, and sec-
ondly, that if one chooses to focus on current capacities, one neglects to consider the 
responsibilities of those who potentially could develop capacities (Welsh 2010: 422). 
This results in a situation where the distribution of costs is overlooked, which accord-
ing to Welsh is not just unfair but also unsustainable, and thus a contributing factor to 
inconsistent implementation in practice (Welsh 2010: 423). 
Along the same line of argument as Luck (2010),2 Murray states that the costs of 
implementing RtoP in enforcing human security outweigh “(...) any practical benefits 
to a group of self-interested states in international society” (Murray 2013: 28). By 
analysing historical patterns and drawing upon theoretical arguments of the realist 
school, Murray concludes that it is far more likely that states act out of self-interest, 
rather than purely for a common good. Thus, when states act morally responsible it is 
“a rationally beneficial calculation” that coincides with state interests (Murray 2013: 
31). However, somewhat in opposition to Murray, Mohamed claims that the RtoP 
principle is meant to challenge states that act out of national interests, because “the 
principle envisions a duty that must transcend singular interests and become a core 
principle of humanity across all civilizations” (Mohamed 2012: 82). Still, Mohamed 
concludes that: 
 
“Rather than merely overcoming national interests that call for inaction, a 
triumphant responsibility to protect would shift the justifications for inter-
vention to doing so because of a national interest in protecting the rights 
of citizens in foreign states” (Mohamed 2012: 82). 
 
This coincides with Gallagher’s (2012) argument of tensions between ethics and pow-
er. Gallagher states that a realist perspective has dominated foreign policy-making in 
the 20th century and it is therefore expected that normative commitments will be 
shaped by this approach to foreign policy responses (Gallagher 2012: 335). Gallagher 
proceeds to critique the tension between ethics and power in the three pillars of the 
RtoP norm from a realist and English School perspective, with the aim of acquiring an 
in-depth understanding of its complexities, concluding that RtoP encapsulates a clash 
between the international responsibility principle embodied in RtoP and the national 
                                                
2 As well as Chandler (2004), Moses (2013) and Gallagher (2012). 
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responsibility correlating with narrow state interests associated with realism (Gal-
lagher 2012: 336). 
In relation to this, as well as a broader discussion on RtoP and the conception of 
sovereignty,3 Chandler (2004) challenges the idea of the international community tak-
ing a moral shift away from the Westphalian concept of sovereignty towards a 
framework of liberal peace wherein international peace and individual rights are ad-
vanced by democratic and peaceful states through a cosmopolitan framework,4 by 
simply stating that RtoP merely reflects a new balance of power (Chandler 2004: 59). 
Thus, Chandler stresses that it remains difficult to distinguish between interventions 
motivated by moral reasons or old school realpolitik between great powers (Chandler 
2004: 61f). 
 
Explaining inconsistency through the legal framework of RtoP 
In debates on RtoP and its applicability, the legal dimension of the concept is often 
described as being one of the core issues with many scholars arguing that the legal 
impact of RtoP has been very limited (Chesterman 2011; Stahn 2007; Luck 2010; 
Bellamy 2006). According to Chesterman, the adoption of RtoP in the UN emasculat-
ed its normative content to a point where it essentially would do nothing more than 
authorize action in cases that the UNSC had already been authorizing for more than a 
decade (e.g. Somalia in 1992 and Srebrenica in 1993), and thus the emergence of 
RtoP has not changed the basic premise that the use of force outside self-defence and 
UNSC-authorized enforcement action is prohibited (Chesterman 2011: 280ff).5 In this 
viewpoint it is difficult to see RtoP as reforming in a legal dimension; Chesterman 
emphasizes that the significance of RtoP was never legal, but rather political and rhe-
torical, just as Stahn (2007) describes RtoP as a political norm rather than a legal con-
cept mainly due to the lack of binding commitments in the formulation of it. Luck 
adds to this by calling RtoP a question of political will, thus emphasizing the con-
cept’s political - rather than legal - core (Luck 2010: 363). 
                                                
3 For example the discussion of parallel discourses of sovereignty (Welsh 2010; Moses 2013), and Mo-
ses’ (2013) critique of scholars giving precedence to a ‘de jure’ understanding of such. 
4 The ‘liberal peace thesis’ can be traced back to Kant’s “Perpetual Peace: A Philosophical Sketch”, 
1795.  
5 Similarly, Bellamy (2006) examines how certain power-restraining components of the initial RtoP 
were negotiated away in order to get the P5 and other states to adopt the norm. 
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However, to Arbour it would be incorrect to view RtoP as a concept with no legal 
dimension whatsoever, as RtoP is not “a leap into wishful thinking”, but a norm that is 
anchored in existing international law, more precisely the undisputed obligation of 
preventing and punishing acts of genocide (Arbour 2008: 447ff). Still, Arbour 
acknowledges that RtoP in its existing form is driven by political will and not binding 
legal commitments, which, to her, can be explained by the simple fact that the concept 
is still in its early stages. Arbour therefore stresses that RtoP holds great promise for 
the “extension of the protective reach of the law” (Arbour 2008: 458). Doyle concurs, 
pointing out that even though RtoP is not legislative from the standpoint of interna-
tional law, the concept is central to an on-going process that changes the meaning of 
“international threats to the peace” as formulated in Chapter VII of the UN Charter. 
According to Doyle, RtoP builds “customary” international law, thus creating a sense 
of obligation to its core principles through the language of “responsibility” (Doyle 
2011: 83). On this note, Chandler finds that is has become easier for Western powers 
to interfere abroad with lower risks, and even though US power is rarely challenged 
there is still an important lack of framework, which can legitimize Western interfer-
ence. Chandler identifies this problem as the driving force behind the War on Terror 
and RtoP, converging morality with realpolitik: 
 
“The less certainty there is regarding the international legal and political 
framework the more morality and ethics have come into play in an at-
tempt to provide the lacing framework of legitimacy” (Chandler 2004: 
75).6 
 
What connects these authors is their emphasis on difficult applicatory practices as a 
result of RtoP’s weak legal base. In this context, ICISS original proposal of limiting 
the veto as well as suggestions on reforming the UNSC and “making it work better” 
are interesting (Wheeler 2005: 11; Bellamy 2010: 148; Weiss 2004: 145; Stahn 2007). 
However, even though several scholars touch upon the necessity of better implemen-
tation of RtoP (particularly in a legal sense) if this principle were to consolidate itself 
at the very centre of future international conflict handling, few present specific pro-
posals on what changes should facilitate such an implementation (Pattison 2010; 
                                                
6 Doyle and Chandler are part of a broader discussion of RtoP’s emergence as a global norm, which is 
only hinted at in this paper due to our overall focus on power aspects in global governance. Other rele-
vant authors here are Arbour (2008), Stahn (2007), Glanville (2015), Welsh (2013), Bellamy (2010) 
and Auger (2012) et.al. 
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Stamnes 2012). This will be further elaborated on in section 3. Chandler rejects such 
an idea by arguing that dismantling or reforming the current UNSC framework would 
be irresponsible since there would be no guarantee that the great powers, who as 
Chandler argues are immune to accountability, would not abuse their powers (Chan-
dler 2004: 76). Weiss goes as far as to argue that a reformed UNSC, taking into ac-
count issues of representation, would be even less likely to engage in humanitarian 
intervention - in short, “the logic of ‘if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’ should find more 
resonance” (Weiss 2004: 146).  
 
Critical approaches to RtoP 
A neo-colonialist critique: RtoP as a ‘Trojan horse’ 
As mentioned earlier, the inconsistent application of RtoP have raised critique of both 
ignored as well as answered calls for RtoP-intervention. The latter is often related to 
fears of RtoP as imperialism in disguise. The theoretical approach of Bush, Martiniel-
lo & Mercer (2011) is that humanitarian interventions are in fact the reality of imperi-
alism, driven and legitimized through the language of humanitarianism (Bush et al. 
2011: 358). Drawing on the much used case of Libya as an example, it is argued that 
imperial interests were evident in the way that NATO warplanes bombed Libya to 
promote regime change: 
 
“Whatever one thinks about the impact of the reactionary and brutal lead-
ership of Mu’ammar al-Quaddafi (...) [his] removal by Western military 
force undermines the capacity of local forces to deal with local despots” 
(Bush et al. 2011: 357). 
 
Thus, according to Bush, Martiniello & Mercer, military interventions as those legit-
imized through RtoP are even more likely to cause atrocities and casualties, which are 
said to be the crimes they are intervening to stop (Bush et al. 2011: 358). 
The view of humanitarian imperialism gives rise to the argument that the principles 
of RtoP can disguise the promotion of state interests, emphasizing the fear of RtoP 
becoming a global political instrument of such interests: a ‘Trojan horse’.7 However, 
                                                
7 The Sudanese government have made the claim in relation to the intervention in Darfur, while a small 
group of states including Venezuela, Cuba, Syria, Sudan, Iran, Ecuador and Nicaragua expressed simi-
lar worries when RtoP was implemented  (Bellamy, 2005: 42; Bellamy 2010: 147). 
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according to Bellamy (2005, 2010), the fear of RtoP being a Trojan horse is unwar-
ranted. He comes to this conclusion by comparing empirical evidence from past cases 
where calls for RtoP intervention have been rejected. For example, after the Cyclone 
Nargis struck in Myanmar in 2008, China and ASEAN rejected that RtoP be applica-
ble to natural disasters against the wishes of France. Furthermore, Russia tried to im-
ply their intervention in Georgia in 2008 as consistent with the principle of RtoP, ar-
guing that it was justified by the commission of mass atrocities by Georgian troops 
that, according to state leaders of Russia, amounted to genocide (Bellamy 2010: 152). 
In the two cases both France and Russia were denied using RtoP to legitimize the in-
terventions. According to Bellamy, these cases are proof that it is not possible for 
RtoP to be a ‘Trojan horse’, because even though great powers might be inclined to 
try to use the principle for national interests, it does not automatically legitimize coer-
cive interference in the event of a political or humanitarian crisis (Bellamy 2010: 
152). However, is it still a worry among several states and scholars, as mentioned be-
fore in this section, that RtoP can be used as a great power imperialistic tool. 
 
Gender perspectives in RtoP 
One of the main debates relating to gender issues in RtoP takes its departure in the 
findings of Bond and Sherret (2006), who argues that the formulations of the RtoP 
doctrine are almost entirely gender blind. This is despite the fact that the UN since the 
beginning of the millennium has increased its commitment to “address gender issues 
in humanitarian crises”(Bond & Sherret 2006: 2). This critique is backed by Davies 
et al. (2013) as well, who argue that the protection of those at risk of sexual and gen-
der based violence is already recognized as a fundamental sovereign obligation (in the 
acknowledgement of Women Peace and Security (WPS) from 2000) (Davies et al. 
2013: 1), and Eli Stamnes who stresses that the UN is neglecting to consider already 
passed resolutions which were supposed to strengthen the emphasis on gender issues 
(Stamnes 2012: 175). 
Even though the developments in protection from sexual and gender based vio-
lence has been a part of the UN agenda, the connection between RtoP and WPS has 
failed to be connected systemically (Davies et al. 2013: 1). Stamnes (2012) does con-
clude however, that rape and other forms of sexual violations could be argued to be 
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implicitly included in the atrocity crimes covered by RtoP, but that gender issues 
should be explicit (Stamnes 2012: 176). 
Charlesworth (2010) takes another approach to the issues of gender in RtoP. While 
acknowledging that some resonance with feminist concerns exists in the doctrine, 
Charlesworth argues that the development of RtoP happened in a limited context, 
privileging male elites and masculine modes of reasoning (Charlesworth 2010: 232). 
She concludes so by underlining the lack of women in the design of RtoP, arguing 
that the realities of women’s lives do not contribute in any significant way to the 
shaping of international principles (Charlesworth 2010: 242). Furthermore, Charles-
worth argues that the design of the RtoP, to only apply in exceptional circumstances, 
is ignoring the discrimination of women. To offer support for women’s equality, the 
principle would need to take into account a broader set of factors that affects women’s 
lives, and also engage with the private subordination of women and the violence 
against them (Charlesworth 2010: 249). In the discussion of gender issues and the 
RtoP, Karlsrud and Solhjell (2012) takes a similar approach. The two investigate the 
gender dimensions of prevention of and protection against violence and other threats, 
while stressing the importance of implementation and mainstreaming gender into 
RtoP. Instead of investigating gender in the making/foundation of RtoP as Charles-
worth, Karlsrud and Solhjell investigate how gender is practically incorporated in 
RtoP. The perspectives of Karlsrud and Solhjell and Charlesworth contribute with an-
other perspective of conflicts regarding women. These frameworks try to establish 
another level of analysis problematizing how cultural norms can affect sexual and 
gender-based violence, arguing that this needs to be incorporated in the principle of 
RtoP. 
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2: Main methodological approaches 
Introduction 
The following review of methodologies within the academic literature on RtoP will 
identify and categorize main methodological approaches as well as investigate the ap-
plication of specific methods such as case studies, document analysis, interview, dis-
course analysis and critical approaches in research on RtoP. In researching, compar-
ing and contrasting these methodologies, it becomes apparent how the majority of the 
literature on RtoP uses case studies and document analysis, while few apply other 
methods such as interviews, discourse analysis as well as quantitative approaches. We 
argue that this unequal distribution of methodologies can influence understandings 
and possible explanations of the issue of inconsistency related to RtoP.  
As an introductory remark to this section it is important to mention that RtoP is in-
deed a very recent concept. Thus, and quite naturally, research on RtoP and its ap-
plicability in practice is limited to a time span of the last ten years, and the immaturity 
of the concept has certain consequences for the methodological approaches taken as 
well as these approaches’ explanatory power. This will be clarified on in the follow-
ing. 
 
Case Studies 
The use of qualitative case studies is widespread in the academic literature on RtoP, 
as authors use RtoP cases to shed light on the scope of RtoP as well as the limitations 
of the concept. The frequent investigation of the Libya case implicates RtoP method-
ology by focusing the general research on the one case where RtoP was first imple-
mented and executed.8 
Most scholarly contributions to the academic field on RtoP adopt a position of ad-
vocacy, and this certainly seems true when examining the comprehensive works of 
Bellamy (2005, 2006, 2010, 2011, 2014, 2015), Evans (2008, 2009), Thakur (2013) 
etc. However, as Lynch argues, these “advocates” are blinded by their interest in the 
practical application of RtoP and are therefore methodologically narrow-minded 
(Lynch 2011: 59). Also, Chandler suggests that authors like Bellamy and Evans could 
be so involved in the promotion of RtoP “that it is difficult for them to balance their 
                                                
8 Chesterman (2011), Weiss (2011), Bellamy (2011), Mohamed (2012), Thakur (2013) and Adler-
Nissen & Pouliot (2014) all draw on the case of Libya. 
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concerns with advocacy with the need to reflect more critically” (Chandler 2010: 
134). Using the intervention in Libya in 2011 as an example, Lynch criticizes the 
methodology of these authors, calling it a “characteristic, case-by-case, problem-
solving approach”, hinting that such an approach always will be fixed at the investi-
gation of the specific UN resolutions authorizing RtoP-intervention in conflict cases 
and its influence on RtoP as an emerging norm in the international system (Lynch 
2011: 59). According to Lynch, such approaches ignore central and more critical 
points of investigation, e.g. the hidden agendas of intervening powers as well as other 
meaningful alternatives for action that are to be found in between the “bomb-or-do-
nothing” dyad, and thus the approaches have severe implications for the main argu-
ments found in literature on RtoP (Lynch 2011: 65). 
However, not all scholars reduce the research on RtoP to single-case studies, just 
as the RtoP milestone of Libya is not the only point of investigation. Several scholars9 
apply a comparative methodology to argue for certain developments and characteris-
tics of RtoP. As an example, Bellamy (2010) draws out similarities and differences 
between the cases of Georgia and Myanmar, thereby conducting a comparative case 
study. Bellamy’s comparative case study is built on official documents and reports, 
and the purpose of using two cases where RtoP was rejected is to illustrate the re-
strictions on the applicability of RtoP (Bellamy 2010: 150ff). Also, Bellamy compares 
the cases of Darfur and Kenya, emphasizing that Darfur is widely considered a failed 
attempt of invoking RtoP whereas Kenya is considered a more successful case, even 
though there was broad agreement for its relevance in both cases, emphasizing that 
support for RtoP in a given case is not the only parameter for success (Bellamy 2010: 
153). In this way, Bellamy uses a comparative methodology to argue for certain de-
velopments within the evolution of RtoP, and together, the cases illustrate different 
aspects of the scope and limitations of RtoP, rendering the research more nuanced. 
Occasionally, Bellamy (2010, 2015) provides overviews of cases where RtoP have 
been discussed, mentioned and invoked as well as other cases, where RtoP-crimes 
could be argued to have been permitted, but where RtoP was neither mentioned nor 
invoked. Arguably, this could be seen as an attempt to quantify RtoP research. How-
ever, Bellamy does not in a very particular manner argue using core statistics, but to 
be fair, he still sets up measurable criteria which can be used to produce data to, in the 
                                                
9 Including i.a. Bellamy (2010) and Weiss (2011) 
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future, analyse the use and effect of RtoP in a more statistically fashion (Bellamy 
2010, 2015). 
Luck (2010) criticises Bellamy’s (2010) choice of cases, arguing that there is rea-
son to question whether Somalia and Darfur are the best tests of RtoP’s potential 
(Luck 2010: 349f). The main argument is that none of the situations can be under-
stood from a RtoP perspective alone, and because of factors such as the fragility of 
the state and the length of the armed conflict, “the resolution of the underlying con-
flict may be a prerequisite for fully achieving RtoP goals” (Luck 2010: 350). Fur-
thermore, Bellamy’s focus is on the involved governments, and as Luck points out, 
governments are rarely the only parties of concern - this is despite the fact that the 
International Criminal Court has found the government in Khartoum responsible for 
the worst atrocities in Darfur. The point that states are not the only actors that commit 
mass crimes has before been recognised in the Secretary-General’s RtoP strategy, 
which is another argument for criticizing Bellamy’s lack of focus on other relevant 
actors, according to Luck (Luck 2010: 351). 
Luck further points to the fact that only the case of Kenya erupted after the 2005 
World Summit adopted RtoP. In Darfur, the worst violence occurred either before the 
World Summit embraced RtoP or before the UNSC made protection of civilians a key 
element of the peacekeeping mandate there. Expecting the RtoP principle to success-
fully address violent conflicts that began before its own development is according to 
Luck a stretch. 
Weiss (2011) bases his comparative case-study approach on the discussion of the 
use of military force in the RtoP intervention in Libya, briefly comparing and con-
trasting this aspect of RtoP in relation to the Ivory Coast, Darfur, the Democratic Re-
public of the Congo and Zimbabwe. However, one could argue that by focusing only 
on the aspect of military use of force, this selectivity implicates the findings of re-
search by neglecting the other two pillars of the RtoP as well as other cases. 
Another way of utilizing cases is applied by Arbour (2008), as she reviews features 
of the norm by employing case examples from ad hoc tribunals, the International 
Court of Justice, and the International Criminal Court to illustrate their relation to 
RtoP. These examples are all found in cases of mass atrocities both before and after 
the emergence of RtoP, illustrating how the concept of RtoP is also causally linked 
with cases of conflict before its time. Chesterman (2011) uses both the methodologi-
cal approach of document analysis of i.a. resolutions and rhetoric of President Obama 
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and a brief comparison of the Libya case with other cases concerning humanitarian 
military intervention. According to Chesterman, these issues respectively affect the 
right, will and ability to intervene, and together they shed light on the role of RtoP in 
Libya. 
A concern that can be argued to apply more generally to case studies conducted in 
the first decade of RtoP is related to the fact that RtoP is a recent phenomenon with 
few real empirical examples. More specifically, Luck points out that the case studies 
of Bellamy (2010) are conducted too soon after the development of RtoP to expect no 
mark other than an incomplete. Accordingly, the case studies demonstrate how it is 
still too early in the life of RtoP to judge what it will evolve into when it becomes a 
more mature policy tool. The principle of RtoP has yet to prove that it can make a 
deep and sustained difference in preventing atrocities, thus fulfilling the upside poten-
tial that it clearly has (Luck 2010: 363). To strengthen his argument, Luck draws on 
the examples of the Universal Declaration on Human Rights and the Genocide Con-
vention, stating that the chances of them playing such transformative roles in interna-
tional policy-making and between states and citizens were unknown at the time of 
their development; “For all of RtoP’s faults and frailties, time may well be on its 
side” (Luck 2010: 363). Thus the argument of Luck (2010) implicates many of the 
case studies found in the literature of RtoP, since most of the cases are conducted 
shortly (5-7 years) after the World Summit in 2005 (Bellamy 2010; Chesterman 2011: 
Weiss 2011 etc.). However, the insight and explanatory power regarding RtoP’s ap-
plicatory practice provided by the case studies should not be underestimated. 
 
Document analysis 
A large portion of RtoP literature draws upon documents concerning the concept and 
its implementation, with these RtoP policies and resolutions being analysed and dis-
cussed from different perspectives. Especially the 2001 ICISS report ‘Responsibility 
to Protect’ and its supplementary volumes are studied in the majority of the literature, 
as is the 2005 World Summit Outcome Document.10 Bellamy (2006) analyzes the dif-
                                                
10 Arbour (2008), Bellamy (2005, 2006, 2008, 2010, 2011, 2014), Chandler (2004), Bush et al. (2011), 
Doyle (2011), Evans (2008, 2009), Gallagher (2012), Gifkins (2015), Glanville (2015), Hehir (2013, 
2015), Luck (2009, 2010), Mohamed (2012), Morris (2013), Moses (2013), O’Connell (2010), Paris 
(2014), Pattison (2010), Stahn (2007), Thakur (2013), Weiss (2004, 2011), Welsh (2002, 2010, 2013), 
Welsh et al. (2002), Chesterman (2011), Hehir (2013), Lynch (2011) and Wheeler (2005). 
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ference between these two policy documents, identifying key strategies and processes 
that affected the final RtoP institutionalization. Understanding how the rhetoric of 
RtoP developed into political reality is according to Bellamy essential in order to de-
termine whether “a meaningful change in the norm of humanitarian intervention both 
in a prescriptive and permissive sense”11 has occurred (Bellamy 2006:145). This im-
plicates the findings of Bellamy to include the underlying power struggle amongst the 
P5 and between the UNSC and the norm entrepreneurs behind the RtoP. 
Chandler (2004) similarly focuses his analysis on great power politics and the 
UNSC by studying the ICISS report and the Commission’s strategies and arguments 
behind their suggestions for the formation of RtoP policy. In the same line of thought, 
Stahn (2007) analyses the 2004 High-Level Panel Report, the 2005 Report of the Sec-
retary-General in addition to the two policy documents mentioned above, in order to 
trace the development of the RtoP norm in the wording of the documents (Stahn 
2007: 102). Arbour (2008) departs in the legal framework of the UN Charter, resolu-
tions, conventions, and the World Summit outcome document, drawing parallels and 
differences between them. From such a document analysis, Arbour can trace the de-
velopment of the norm and conclude that RtoP is “anchored in existing law” (Arbour 
2008: 447f). 
Mohamed (2012) takes departure in the case of US interests in the Libya case. In 
regard hereto she draws upon the 2001 ICISS report, the 2005 World Summit out-
come Document, the Secretary-General’s report, the Security Council Resolution 
1973, statements of US officials, the Obama Administration and President Obama 
himself, and polls of American public opinion, among other sources and policy litera-
ture. This implicates the findings of the article to include the perspective of US na-
tional interests in correlation with RtoP policy. For instance Mohamed mentions that 
in order to explore the motivation behind the intervention, and thus the role of the US 
regarding their national interests in the Libya case, the methodological approach must 
include internal documents and domestic policy analysis (Mohamed 2012: 64). This 
correlates with Lynch’s (2011) invitation to investigate hidden agendas of intervening 
powers in a more critical approach. Focussing solely on publicly available documents, 
as is the case for the articles mentioned above, will miss the point of investigating 
hidden agendas, in that the underlying tensions and tendencies can be difficult to 
                                                
11 Prescriptive refers to political will and permissive refers to political cost. 
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identify. On the other hand, published documents are easily accessible, which can 
simplify testing and reproduction, and thus improves the reliability, of those studies. 
 
Interviews 
The use of interviews is not as prevalent as document analysis in the literature on 
RtoP, but it is applied by e.g. Adler-Nissen & Pouliot (2014), Morris (2013), Glan-
ville (2015), Gifkins (2015) and Hehir (2015). 
Of the articles researched, the one using interviews most extensively is Adler-
Nissen & Pouliot’s ‘Power in practice: Negotiating the international intervention in 
Libya’ (2014), building on 50 in-depth interviews with different officials at various 
levels in several international organisations, using these interviews as “another piece 
of evidence” (Adler-Nissen & Pouliot 2014: 9) supporting their overall argument. An-
other scholar using interviews as a method is Morris (2013), who has interviewed 
British Foreign and Commonwealth Office officials and an MP of the House of 
Commons Defence Committee (Morris 2013: 1273f). The interviews GIVES crucial 
support to Morris’ argument that RtoP was not influential in shaping the intervention 
in Libya, as outlined in section 1. Furthermore, Glanville (2015) interviews a former 
Special Advisor for the Secretary-General and uses his understanding of the concept 
of RtoP once in the article to support its overall argument (Glanville 2015: 8). Hehir 
(2015) communicates with officials through Twitter and email (Hehir 2015: 1145f), 
while Gifkins use interviews and ‘personal communication’ with several officials in-
volved in the negotiations over the RtoP resolutions. The statements from these inter-
views are essential for Gifkins’ argumentation of the language of RtoP (Gifkins 2015: 
3ff). 
Thus, this method can pave the way for new perspectives and interpretations of the 
processes shaping the wording and implementation of RtoP. The fact that the re-
searched authors all choose to interview officials involved in these processes proves 
that the method reveals thoughts and negotiations that were otherwise not accessible. 
Solely using document analysis can exclude crucial facts and reflections important to 
the drawn conclusions, since published documents only show the polished surface of 
what was negotiated. Another example of how to overcome this is shown by Gifkins 
(2015), who analyses the drafts of resolutions accessed through WikiLeaks containing 
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key information, altering the conclusions that he was otherwise able to draw (Gifkins 
2015: 9f). 
 
Discourse analysis 
Discourse analysis has a somewhat limited use in the researched literature on RtoP. 
Examples of scholars using discourse analysis are Glanville (2015) and Gifkins 
(2015). In his departure from a constructivist approach, discourse analysis is an obvi-
ous method for Glanville (2015) to use, as he argues that what matters is not the fre-
quency of the use of RtoP, but rather how the language is respectively deployed and 
received (Glanville 2015: 7). Similarly, Gifkins (2015) studies the language used by 
the UNSC in relation to negotiations regarding the situation in Darfur. He argues that 
the language of resolutions is important for three reasons: “Language is not static and 
evolves as shared understandings change; the wording of resolutions informs future 
resolutions; and repetition of language is a form of reaffirmation” (Gifkins 2015: 3). 
In this way, discourse analysis reveals a great deal about the political compromises, 
social environments and future opportunities for the norm (Gifkins 2015: 3f). The 
method supports his argument that the norm of RtoP has changed from “contentious 
to commonplace” (Gifkins 2015: 1), and thus discourse analysis opens up to the anal-
ysis of other aspects of the understanding of the norm than the previous mentioned 
methods. 
 
Critical approaches 
In the following section, we will consider the gender approach to RtoP and the meth-
odological choices that is made in relation hereto, which leads to a critical conclusion. 
We have chosen the gender perspective to illustrate the methodological choices of the 
critical perspectives in general. Critical approaches are usually seen in opposition to 
the problem-solving approaches (criticised by Lynch (2011)), a distinction which was 
presented by Cox (1981) and which is widely recognised within the field of Interna-
tional Relations. Cox describes problem-solving theory as “(...) a guide to help solve 
the problems posed within the terms of the particular perspective (...)” (Cox 1981: 
128f), and further explains that its purpose is to smoothen relationships and make in-
stitutions work more efficiently without calling their general patterns into question. 
Critical theory, on the other hand, stands apart from the prevailing order of the world, 
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and asks how that order came about. The purpose of critical theory is making clear the 
“(...) perspective which gives rise to theorising (...) and to open up the possibility of 
choosing a different valid perspective from which the problematic becomes one of 
creating an alternative world (...)” (Cox 1981: 128f). 
In the main debate of RtoP’s gender-blindness, the findings of Bond and Sherret 
(2006) represent the fundamental critique. This comes to show in how other feminist 
scholars (Stamnes 2012, Karlsrud & Solhjell 2012 and Davies et al. 2013) incorporate 
Bond and Sherret’s findings in their own work. Their report can thus be seen as one of 
the earliest feminist works examining RtoP through a very comprehensive study. It 
takes departure in the ICISS report, which constitutes the primary source of analysis, 
as it is the blueprint for operationalizing the RtoP doctrine, they argue. However, oth-
er materials for the gender analysis are also drawn on, including: UN resolutions and 
conventions; government and academic case studies and policy papers; academic 
journal articles and the like (Bond & Sherret 2006: 6). Bond and Sherret do not con-
duct new case studies, interviews or other methods of gathering primary research, 
since the object of the project is to show how the existing body of work on gender and 
security issues can and must be incorporated in the RtoP doctrine (Bond & Sherret 
2006: 7). The authors hereby conduct a gender-based analysis, which differentiates 
the impact of proposed or existing policies on girls, boys, men and women. Thus they 
challenge the traditional assumptions that policies influence everyone equally, regard-
less of gender (Bond & Sehrret 2006: 4). 
Stamnes (2012) takes a similar approach by analysing resolutions and suggests that 
including two gender perspectives into RtoP policies and practices will help RtoP to 
catch up with the developments within the field of peace and security with regard to 
gender (Stamnes 2012: 196). These perspectives have deep implications on how to 
understand, but certainly also how to conduct, RtoP practice, as they warn that the 
signs mentioned below must be included in identifying RtoP situations: 
 
“(...) increased polarization of gender roles in the society; a change in 
gender-power relations to the detriment of the feminine; gendered propa-
ganda and hate speech in which the assertion of masculinity/denigration 
of femininity is clear; and media ‘scapegoating’ of females” (Stamnes 
2012: 196). 
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However, the gender perspective of Bond and Sherret (2006) and Stamnes (2012) 
analyze documents and cases, and thereby they do not investigate how women are 
incorporated in the practical work of RtoP. Charlesworth (2010), on the other hand, 
focuses on the actual absence of women in the development of the RtoP. Her study 
touches upon some quantitative features, e.g. she counts the number of women and 
men involved in developing the framework of RtoP, finding a clear underrepresenta-
tion of women. Charlesworth (2010) further points out that RtoP has failed to pay at-
tention to women’s lives and thereby “has reinforced gendered and radicalised ac-
counts of peace and conflict and the capacity of intervention to defuse violence” 
(Charlesworth 2010: 249). 
When researching gender perspectives on RtoP, it is apparent that little attention is 
given to in-depth case studies, since the majority is concerned with the integration of 
women in the principle of RtoP.12 However, one example is the work of Karlsrud and 
Solhjell (2010), which draws on the UN mission in Chad to emphasise the gender di-
mensions of prevention and protection against violence (Karlsrud & Solhjell 2012: 
223). The data that lays the foundation for the article is based on both fieldwork ses-
sions in Chad and semi-structured and open-ended interviews with key UN personnel 
(Karlsrud & Solhjell 2012: 225). The findings show that integrating gender into con-
flict prevention improved the situation in Chad, e.g. trained female staff in the nation-
al community police force (DIS) was able to connect with civilian women, who 
would not be allowed to talk to male strangers. This resulted in greater awareness 
amongst refugees, internally displaced people and Chadian authorities in recognising 
sexual gender based violence as a public concern, and not just a private one. (Karlsrud 
& Solhjell 2012: 240) By conducting fieldwork and examining how gender in conflict 
preventive measures can be integrated successfully, Karlsrud and Solhjell further 
strengthens the argument that the implementation of gender can make RtoP more effi-
cient.  
Consequently, this points towards that the chosen method in itself is not the only 
decisive factor leading to the critical conclusions, rather the perspective of the au-
thors, when applying these methods, determines the critical findings of these studies. 
 
  
                                                
12 Such as Stamnes 2012, Charlesworth 2010 and Bond & Sherret 2006. 
 22 
3: Gaps in the literature  
Introduction 
Departing in the two prior sections, the following will identify and categorize the re-
maining gaps in the literature as well as unanswered questions and discrepancies con-
cerning the RtoP literature. This will be thematically structured around theoretical and 
methodological gaps, before we will present proposals on directions and focal areas 
for future research in the field of RtoP, mainly in relation to the core debate on the 
inconsistent application of RtoP.   
In the theoretical section it is emphasized that most prominent academic contribu-
tions to the RtoP debate adopt a problem-solving approach. However, it is further 
stressed that only a minority of these contributions propose concrete suggestions as to 
how to improve RtoP and its inconsistency in implementation practice. The methodo-
logical section deals with the gap concerning the narrow use of methods that are ap-
plied in the academic field of RtoP - however, this is partly explained by the fact that 
RtoP as an academic concept is still in its early stages. Through inclusion of other and 
more comprehensive methods further research should be able to contribute to a deeper 
understanding of RtoP. 
Finally, this section will argue that future engagements increasingly should focus 
on developing concrete proposals in an attempt to improve contemporary issues in the 
application of RtoP, and not only, as is the case with much of the RtoP literature, 
highlight the fact that RtoP needs to be developed further. 
 
Theoretical gaps 
We have found an overweight of literature on RtoP that is problem-solving compared 
to that being critical. Of the included literature, Lynch (2011), O’Connell (2010), 
Bush, Martiniello & Mercer (2011), and the gender perspectives such as Bond & 
Sherret (2006) and Stamnes (2012), take a critical approach to RtoP, whereas the ten-
dency in the remaining literature is to develop problem-solving theory. This argument 
is also advanced by Lynch, as touched upon in section two, who argue that there is a 
need for a change in perspective and methodology in the RtoP field, away from prob-
lem-solving and towards new, more critical paths (Lynch 2011: 65). Lynch calls for 
more critical scrutiny in the academic field of RtoP, which is dominated by scholars 
advocating for the principle and praising its high potential (Lynch 2011: 59). Similar-
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ly, as presented in section two, Chandler argues that the main scholars of RtoP such as 
Bellamy and Evans are biased towards promoting RtoP, due to the fact that they were 
involved in the initial development of the concept,13 so that it is difficult for them to 
be fundamentally critical towards the concept (Chandler 2010: 134). Furthermore, as 
presented in the two previous sections, the scholars arguing for gender awareness 
(Bond & Sherret 2006; Charlesworth 2010; Stamnes 2012; Davies et al. 2013) as well 
as scholars perceiving RtoP as an imperialistic tool (Bush et al. 2011) also call for a 
more critical approach to the concept. 
Consequently, critical theories to RtoP do indeed exist, yet according to our re-
search such approaches are not as widespread, and do not enjoy the same recognition, 
as the problem-solving theories presented by central RtoP advocates. This risks un-
dermining investigation on how the concept came about, thus minimising the possibil-
ity of other perspectives creating an alternative world, as suggested by Cox (1981). 
Hence, it is a risk that the more fundamental problems related to RtoP are neglected, 
since in problem-solving theory, power and social relations are often taken for granted 
(Cox 1981: 129). Shifting the focus to these fundamental problems and structures 
could open up for new solutions to the problems that RtoP is facing, such as incon-
sistent implementation, just as it should emphasize the need for a more flexible per-
ception of RtoP, thus depreciating the idea of RtoP as a ‘one-size-fits-all’-concept. 
There are different paths to take in order to engage in this discussion. Lynch sug-
gests several methodological changes (Lynch 2011: 65), which could be a way to pro-
ceed. However, as suggested in section two, it is not the methodological approach in 
itself, which make the theory critical or problem solving, but rather the perspective of 
the authors when applying these methods (such as gender lenses). Thus, for example 
applying a critical perspective to the case of the Libya intervention would require tak-
ing a step back in order to consider the fundamental social and power relations that 
shaped the events, studying the unquestioned assumptions, and ask how the structures 
of RtoP came about. Taking this approach could foster new positions and consequent-
ly understandings in the debate of why there is an inconsistent implementation of 
RtoP - and maybe even pave the way for better practice in the future. 
 
                                                
13 Thakur and Sahnoun also contributed to the original ICISS report. Luck have been, and Welsh is 
currently, the Special Adviser of  the Secretary-General on RtoP. 
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In ‘The responsibility to Protect Ten Years on from the World Summit: A Call to 
Manage Expectations’, Gallagher argues that “in relation to the RtoP, it seems that a 
case can be made that at times, critics have irrational expectations of what the RtoP 
can achieve” (Gallagher 2015: 260). The argument here is not to deflate criticism of 
RtoP, but rather that the benchmark has been set too high, and that critique should be 
measured against a more “realistic yardstick” (Gallagher 2015: 260). This involves 
scholars moving beyond clarifying what is agreed upon in the World Summit Out-
come Document, since the political landscape continually changes and debates on dif-
ferent types of expectations continually evolve. In relation hereto, Gallagher further 
identifies an ‘expectations gap' in the inconsistency debate, arguing that analysts 
should accept the permanency of inconsistency and instead differentiate between the 
notion of legitimate and illegitimate inconsistency (Gallagher 2015: 257): Legitimate 
inconsistency as in cases where complexities of a crisis dictate that there cannot be 
consensus on what action should be taken, e.g. in relation to Syria, which illustrates 
the weakness of a ‘one-size-fits-all’-approach, and illegitimate inconsistencies as in 
cases where great powers are avoiding their responsibility, which Gallagher argues 
are clearly evident in historical cases such as the Rwandan genocide in 1994 (Gal-
lagher 2015: 272). Furthermore Gallagher argues that the problem of RtoP is not so 
much the “permanency of inconsistency”, since there can still be an inconsistent yet 
coherent approach. Thus selectivity in itself is not the issue, but rather the perception 
of amoral selectivity, or as Bellamy phrases it ‘genuine duplicity’ (Gallagher 2015: 
272). Thus, RtoP should not be expected to fulfil the international community’s fa-
mous vow of “never again”, and hereby Gallagher’s analysis advances an understand-
ing of RtoP that is more sensitive to the limitations of the principle, nuancing both 
explanations and evaluation of RtoP practice. As Gallagher puts it, without a more 
substantive engagement in such understandings in future RtoP research, “expectations 
will continue to be referred to in a rather vague and open ended manner which raises 
more questions than provides answers” (Gallagher 2015: 273). 
 
Methodological gaps 
A large amount of the RtoP literature is based on the same few methodological ap-
proaches. As mentioned in section two, the most commonly used methods are case 
studies (both single case and comparative case studies) and different types of docu-
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ment analysis. Even though several scholars apply other methods, it can be argued 
that the academic field of RtoP is still engraved with a narrow-based methodological 
approach, which is constituted by the lack of other and different methods. A broader 
and more diverse methodological approach could contribute to a deeper understand-
ing of RtoP, its applicability and implementation in different cases. 
One of the gaps in the use of methods in the academic field of RtoP is the lack of 
quantitative methods. The very limited application of such methods is visible in the 
work of scholars such as Bellamy (2010, 2015) and Gifkins (2015), who list up sever-
al cases, and categorize and compare them. However, the quantitative element in the-
se cases seems to be confined to a quick overview of when and where the principle of 
RtoP could, should and have been invoked since its implementation in 2005. Due to 
the limited use of quantitative methods, the literature of RtoP lacks a general over-
view and a comparison of many cases at one time, which can be seen as a significant 
gap. The lack of a thorough overview, that would otherwise be visible through the use 
of quantitative methods, could contribute to the debate on RtoP’s inconsistent imple-
mentation. The literature on RtoP is, as mentioned, based on few methods that are of-
ten of a qualitative nature, thus the methodological gap mentioned above can be ful-
filled if existing methods are being supplemented by the use of quantitative studies. 
As mentioned in section two, Bellamy does provide overviews of cases where argu-
ments of RtoP have been used or left out. However, he does so in order to argue that 
RtoP is continuously becoming a larger part of international behavior and not directly 
in a pursuit to explain the evident inconsistency (Bellamy 2015: 6ff). Arguably, an 
attempt of using quantitative measures to shed light on inconsistencies is therefore 
desirable. 
Several scholars, such as Binder (2015) and Hultman (2012) are using quantitative 
methods to get an overview of the response of UN to humanitarian crisis since the 
Cold War. They base their analysis on several specific variables that needs to be taken 
into account when trying to explain the actions in their cases with a statistic approach 
that includes formulas and graphs. The research of Binder and Hultman illustrate lit-
erature that could come close to fulfilling the gap constituted by a lack of use of quan-
titative methods, if used directly within the RtoP literature. Still, their starting point of 
analysis is several years before the implementation of RtoP, and the fact that they in-
clude many cases where RtoP was not invoked or even discussed, makes it impossible 
to use their research to conclude anything solely on the use of RtoP. However, the 
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methodological approach of both Binder and Hultman shows that the use of quantita-
tive methods can give an important contribution to the academic field through a large 
comparison of multiple cases. As already mentioned, the concept of RtoP is rather 
new, and thus it is difficult to analyse and compare the impact of the norm due to the 
relatively small amount of relevant cases and the short period of ten years that has 
passed since UN adoption in 2005. It could indicate that the gap can be filled over 
time, when there is more data relevant to include in quantitative studies of RtoP and 
its application in practice. 
Binder further argues that it is important to remember to supplement his quantita-
tive findings with in depth case studies (Binder 2015: 724). That supports the main 
methodological gap concerning the narrow use of different methods. To supplement a 
broader conduction of quantitative studies, qualitative methods such as interviews and 
field studies could advantageously be included. As mentioned in section two, inter-
views are only used to some extent, and a future increase in the use of interviews as a 
method could contribute to the field and the inconsistency debate by bringing forward 
new points of view. As seen in the work of several scholars,14 the use of interviews 
contribute as another piece of evidence to the already existing data, which entails a 
more thorough knowledge on RtoP. Another method that also has the potential to con-
tribute with such alternate perspectives is field studies. This method gives the scholar 
the possibility to interact and understand the specific case in another way than the 
previously mentioned methods. Karlsrud and Solhjell’s field study of gender aspects 
in the crisis in Chad and the specific proposals extracted therefrom is an example of 
this (Karlsrud & Solhjell 2012: 223). Consequently, undertaking new methods could 
be a way of contributing to a more thorough understanding of RtoP and its use that 
could complement the already existing methodological approaches covered in the lit-
erature. 
 
How to make RtoP more effective? 
As this paper’s theoretical section shows, a large portion of RtoP literature focuses on 
different issues of inconsistency in the application of the principle. This is the case 
regarding various aspects of the concept; legally, politically, militarily and, in a 
broader perspective, power-wise. Many of the authors hint that the framework sur-
                                                
14 Adler-Nissen & Pouliot (2014), Morris (2013), Glanville (2015), Gifkins (2015) and Hehir (2015). 
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rounding RtoP is inconsequential and therefore inconsistent,15 however, our review of 
the academic literature written on the topic of RtoP shows that only a minority of au-
thors give concrete suggestions for improvement on this issue. ICISS’ original report 
on RtoP (which was developed in part by Evans, Sahnoun and Thakur) suggested a 
limit on the P5 veto in RtoP situations, thus proposing a different base of the concept, 
even though the proposal in legal terms is quite vague (ICISS 2001: 13; Thakur 2006: 
261). Both politically and legally, scholars have emphasized the importance of mak-
ing the UNSC ‘work better’, though without presenting concrete solutions as to how, 
just as Stahn goes no further than to conclude that “further fine-tuning and commit-
ment by states will be required for [RtoP] to develop into an organizing principle for 
international society” (Stahn 2007: 120). 
Pattison is one of few authors presenting concrete suggestions for improving RtoP, 
arguing that there is a need for reforming both agents and mechanisms to make the 
principle more effective. He sets up five measures to ensure this: Codification of cri-
teria for humanitarian intervention in international law, extension of UN standby ar-
rangements, the creation of a small cosmopolitan UN force, the creation of a large-
sized cosmopolitan UN force and the improvement of the capacity of regional organi-
zations to undertake humanitarian intervention (Pattison 2010: 219). Another example 
is Stamnes’ concrete suggestions for improving RtoP on a gender basis, which should 
include gender specific warning signs when identifying RtoP situations, as further 
elaborated on in section two (Stamnes 2012: 196). Regarding RtoP’s legal basis, 
Fatou Bensouda (prosecutor at ICC) proposed in her speech at a recent RtoP confer-
ence that the International Criminal Court should be implemented as a tool under the 
RtoP (Ainley 2015: 44). Concrete solutions, like the previous mentioned, should be 
more incorporated in future RtoP research in order to actually improve issues related 
to the application of RtoP - simply pointing out the fact that the concept of RtoP has 
to be further developed is not enough. 
  
                                                
15 Paris (2014), Pattison (2010), Hehir (2013 & 2015), Thakur (2013), Glanville (2015), Gifkins 
(2015), Morris (2013), Auger (2012), Bellamy (2010), Chandler (2004), Weiss (2004), Moses (2013), 
Gallagher (2012), Luck (2010), Murray (2013), Mohamed (2012), Chesterman (2011), Stahn (2007), 
Arbour (2008) and Doyle (2011) 
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Future engagements 
The gaps mentioned in this section thus far all relate, in one way or another, to future 
engagements of RtoP. As already argued, both a greater focus on critical perspectives 
and a wider methodological approach to RtoP can help address inconsistencies asso-
ciated with the norm, thus contributing to developing the concept of RtoP in the fu-
ture. An interesting addition within this framework is the continuing contestation over 
the implementation of RtoP, especially by the increasingly influential BRICS (Brazil, 
Russia, India, China and South Africa) who “have played important roles in recent 
debates over R2P’s third pillar, both in relation to its application in Libya and Syria” 
(Garwood-Gowers 2015: 302). 
Because, as previously mentioned, the Libya case has been the first and only real 
“road test” of the coercive element of RtoP, inconsistencies as well as a limited em-
pirical basis can be identified concerning the use of force in RtoP (Weiss 2011: 287). 
Despite this shortcoming, the controversies of this exceptional use of pillar III has 
sparked an official attempt by Brazil and a semi-official suggestion by China to renew 
and re-formulate the RtoP concept (Garwood-Gowers 2015: 301). These suggestions 
view RtoP in light of principles of order such as state sovereignty and non-
intervention and emphasize the components of pillar II over pillar III in the RtoP tool-
kit (Garwood-Gowers 2015: 314). Similarly, O’Connell argue for a rethinking of 
RtoP to increasingly focus on peace rather than military intervention, which, accord-
ing to her, is the only condition in which human rights can flourish, and thus RtoP can 
succeed (O’Connell 2010: 39ff). 
The complexity of the three-pillar structure allow states to adopt contrasting per-
ceptions of RtoP, and the post-Libya BRICS’ interpretation of RtoP, with their contri-
bution to the contestation on the use of force aspect of it, can perhaps spark engage-
ment to undertake broader research on what role the international community can and 
should play in the protection of populations, especially with regards to issues of RtoP 
inconsistencies (Garwood-Gowers 2015: 322). Paired with the fact that RtoP is a rela-
tively new norm, this means that “future studies will be able to examine additional 
empirical evidence and test further the theoretical argument(s)” (Auger 2012: 15f). 
As Luck would have it, the purpose of scholars, advocates and policy analysts should 
be focused on how to prevent mass atrocities, not simply prove the worth of RtoP - a 
point that goes hand-in-hand with Brazil and China’s suggestions for alternative ver-
sions and improvements of the RtoP principle. Ultimately, “we need more detailed 
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case studies, more candid lessons-learned exercises, and more trans-regional com-
parisons of what did and did not work, under what conditions, how and why, in dif-
ferent circumstances” (Luck 2010: 352). 
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Conclusion 
In this literature review it is argued that the inconsistent application of RtoP is closely 
intertwined in the central academic debates on the principle. Thus, numerous gaps 
within the RtoP literature should be filled in order to further develop an understanding 
of this inconsistency. This argument has been developed through section one, where it 
is argued that the incorporation of RtoP in humanitarian interventions is not con-
sistent, based on e.g. the studies of Paris (2014), Pattison (2010) and Hehir (2013). 
This is exemplified through the debate on the contrasting cases of Libya and Syria, 
which clearly illustrates RtoP’s inconsistent implementation in practice. In relation 
hereto, the possibility of conflicting state interests influencing RtoP operations is 
found to be an explanation for inconsistency in RtoP through the literature of Luck 
(2010). 
In the debate of the legal dimension of RtoP, taken on among others in the work by 
Chesterman (2011) and Stahn (2007), the legal framework of RtoP is accused of be-
ing too loose, thus contributing to inconsistent implementation. Critical perspectives 
such as the neo-colonialist perspective founded in the work of Bush, Mariniello & 
Mercer (2011) represent concerns of how RtoP can be utilized as a great power Tro-
jan horse, while the gender perspective, based on the literature of Bond and Sherret 
(2006), casts aspersions on the recognition of gender in RtoP. Taking a different ap-
proach to RtoP, these perspectives could help evolve an understanding of the funda-
mental relations of the concept. 
In examining the methodologies applied within the academic literature, it is con-
cluded that case studies and document analysis are widely used in the analysis of 
RtoP, while interviews and discourse analysis are applied less frequently. In relation 
hereto it is argued that the unequal dispersal of methodologies could influence the ex-
planations of inconsistency. Accordingly, the methodology of the critical approaches 
leads to the suggestion that it is not the specific methods but the perspective of the 
authors applying those methods that is decisive for the respective conclusions.  
Drawing upon these previous mentioned findings, multiple gaps in the literature 
are identified. Theoretically, it is argued that there exists an overweight of problem-
solving theory, while critical perspectives are underrepresented and not as widespread 
and recognized as the problems-solving approaches presented by RtoP advocates. 
Hence, more critical approaches could lead to new positions and understandings of 
inconsistency in RtoP. Furthermore, the existing ‘expectations gap’ calls upon the 
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acknowledgement of inconsistency as an inescapable part of RtoP, arguing that the 
scholarly focus instead should be on a coherent approach rather than a ‘one-size-fits-
all’. Adjusting the expectations of RtoP accordingly to its capabilities will help to 
provide answers of how to make RtoP more efficient. 
Methodologically, the lack of quantitative methods concerning Rtop can lead to the 
absence of a general overview and a comparison of multiple cases at once, which oth-
erwise could contribute to further debate on the inconsistency of RtoP. Thus including 
new methods could contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the incon-
sistency of RtoP and its use, while complementing the existing methodological ap-
proaches in the literature. 
Conclusively, it is argued that future engagements should increasingly focus on the 
development of concrete proposals in an attempt to improve the application issues of 
RtoP, since much of the literature only goes as far as to highlight the fact that RtoP 
needs to be developed further. Alternatively, other approaches suggest new versions 
of RtoP, questioning the role of the international community in the protection of pop-
ulations. In this way, RtoP encapsulates many phenomena that are at play when look-
ing more broadly at the aspect of power in global governance. Thus, investigating 
RtoP and its mechanisms, its main debates and gaps (and the conceivable filling of 
these gaps), is not only relevant regarding the development of a more in-depth under-
standing of RtoP, but also in relation to a broader understanding of global power play 
in general. 
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